The Rector's Ramblings
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So as we continue our preparation for the coming of the Prince of Peace and the Light of the World, the Oxford University Press (publishers of the Oxford English Dictionary) has announced its ‘word of the year’ for 2025 chosen, apparently, by public vote. And what is the word of the year? ‘Rage-bait’, defined as social media content designed to deliberately elicit anger or outrage by being frustrating, provocative, or offensive. In turn, this is supposed to drive the viewer, or reader, to comment on a post, a video or a meme and thereby in turn increase the income of the person who posted it originally by driving up their value to advertisers! Now if you don’t understand any of what I’ve just said don’t worry, I’m not sure I really understand it either, but that is what the Oxford English Dictionary (online) is for!
Now I find it incredibly sad that ‘influencers’ will deliberately cause offence, provoke anger (and sometimes action), or cause grief, simply to make money. It is even sadder that some don’t do it for the money but for the kicks, for the sense of power, for the feeling of importance it gives them. Examples of ‘rage bait’ are all around us. Fake news stories that provoke a racist attack. Stories about the personal lives of politicians, celebrities, sports men and women, that don’t contain a grain of truth but are salacious enough to get people interested, and to provoke a reaction. AI generated images that suggest real disasters around the world aren’t really as bad as they are, or that they have been caused by whichever political regime the ‘influencer’ wants to get their teeth into.
Now ‘rage-bait’ has been around for a long time, it’s just that in the past it was called gossip, and was found in the gossip columns, and sometimes headlines, of some of the less credible newspapers and magazines. It’s sphere of influence was limited to those who bought the paper, and maybe a few friends they shared it with. Now, in the age of the internet, a post today can travel round the world in seconds and reach millions of people with no context, and no way of checking who posted it, or why.
In the musical Jesus Christ Superstar, as Jesus is carrying his cross to the place of execution, Judas challenges him about his timing and chosen location ‘Why'd you choose such a backward time and such a strange land? If you'd come today, you would have reached a whole nation’. (If the musical was written today, I’m sure it would say ‘you could have reached the whole world’). And it’s true, if Jesus returned today, by using social media, he could get his message out to the world without leaving home. But would he, or would he do what he did 2000 years ago? Go out and meet people where they are? Would he post on Facebook or would he still send his disciples out, in pairs, to spread the good news? Because the thing about the message of Jesus is that it is about people, real people, you and me. It is about our neighbour when they are in trouble, or grieving. It is about bringing peace into our homes, our communities, and in doing so spreading that peace around the world. It’s about human interaction.
Now I know that social media is here to stay, and probably so is rage-baiting, but there is hope, because rage-baiting has a rival – joy baiting. The posting of videos and memes designed to provoke a feeling of joy, happiness, or just to make someone smile. It can be as simple as a video of a dog playing in the snow, or a group of children singing Christmas Carols, or in fact anything positive and affirming.
So, although I don’t think Jesus, if he came today, would engage hugely in the internet, it is too impersonal, but if he did, he would definitely be in the joy baiting camp, and so should we. I’ve said before that during my training we were told to think once before we said something, twice before we wrote something, and three times before we posted it on social media, and that still applies. So, before any of us comment on or share a post, we need to stop and think. Will this cause offence, or will it bring joy? Will it help, or will it hinder? Because it all comes back to the Golden rule of Faith – Treat others as you wish to be treated – even if you don’t know who will read your post or see your video, they are still people, people who deserve our respect, our consideration, and our love.
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A Rectors Ramblings is now available from me, or from St Olav's Christian Bookshop (price £10). A compilation of some of the Rambles I have sent out over the past 4 years, some may make you smile, some may make you think, and one or two may make you cry (sorry).
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